Don’t Pull me Out!? Preliminary Findings of a Systematic Review of Qualitative Evidence on Experiences of Pupils with Special Educational Needs in Inclusive Education  by Karin, Hannes et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  1709 – 1713 
1877-0428 © 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.




International Conference on Education and Educational Psychology (ICEEPSY 2012) 
Don't pull me out!? Preliminary findings of a systematic review of 
qualitative evidence on experiences of pupils with special 
educational needs in inclusive education  
Hannes Karin*a, Von Arx Ellena, Christiaens Eveliena, Heyvaert Miekea, Petry Katjab 
aMethodology of Educational Sciences Research Group KU Leuven, Leuven, Belgium 
bParenting and Special Education Research Group KU Leuven, Leuven, Belgium 
 
Abstract 
Problem Statement: A variety of studies evaluated the effect of inclusive education on pupils with special educational needs 
(SEN). The results from these studies are inconsistent, however none of the studies reported potential harmful effects. It remains 
unclear how inclusive education is experienced by pupils with SEN and what particular challenges they are faced with.  
 
Purpose of Study: This study aims to synthesize findings from qualitative research in order to present lines of action for teachers 
and school managers working in or considering inclusive education.  
 
Research Methods: A comprehensive search strategy was developed to obtain relevant qualitative studies (until December 
2010). Papers that met our inclusion criteria were assessed for methodological quality by two independent reviewers, prior to 
inclusion in the review. We used the meta-aggregative approach to synthesis, which involves three phases: (1) assembling the 
findings of studies (variously reported as themes or categories); (2) pooling them through further aggregation based on similarity 
in meaning; and (3) arriving at a set of synthesized statements presented as ‘lines of action’ for practice and policy.  
 
Findings: The findings indicate that the pull-out classroom model is valued for its educational benefits, however, less 
appreciated for social reasons; the regular classroom teachers’ knowledge of and support for children with SEN is highly 
appreciated; the quality of the social network is a crucial factor for successful inclusion, and; the way pupils with SEN perceive 
themselves seems to affect their level of inclusion. 
 
Conclusions: Based on the preliminary findings we suggest that different actions on different levels of the school context could 
be considered: adjusting the learning environment in a way that pulling-out becomes redundant; training regular classroom 
teachers in providing behavioral and personal support; informing peers and observing relationships between pupils; recognizing 
negative feelings; encouraging pupils with SEN to change negative self-perceptions, and helping these pupils in developing 
successful coping strategies.  
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1. Background 
After the Salamanca Statement of 1994 (Unesco, 1994), there has been an internationally growing impetus towards 
inclusive education, moving policy as well as practice (Ainscow & Cesar, 2006; Evans & Lunt, 2002). As Dyson 
(1999) has argued, there are two different dimensions of the inclusive education movement. The first one is mainly 
concerned with providing a rationale for inclusion, which is sought for instance within human rights and social 
justice (e.g., the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with a Disability, 2006) and deals with values such as 
diversity, equality, justice, and cohesion. Schools should be stimulated to create and develop equal opportunities for 
all students, including those with special educational needs (SEN) (Clark, Dyson, Millward, & Robson, 1999; 
Wilson, 2004). The second dimension of the inclusive education movement concentrates on the realization of 
inclusion. This dimension focuses on the political struggle for the implementation of inclusion or is concerned with 
what inclusive education looks like in practice (Dyson, 1999, pp. 38-43). It deals with questions such as ‘do all 
children benefit from attending a regular school’, ‘does inclusive education improve the academic and social 
outcomes of pupils with SEN’ or ‘how can we improve inclusive education’.  
The last decade, a lot of studies have been conducted investigating the realization of inclusive education (Lindsay, 
2007). Some studies have evaluated the effects of inclusive education on educational outcomes and found that the 
results are only marginally positive (Lindsay, 2007), with small to moderate effects reported by Baker, Wang, and 
Walberg (1995) and by Rea, Walther-Thomas and McLaughlin (2002). Rea and colleagues found that students with 
learning difficulties served in inclusive classrooms achieved higher course grades in language arts, mathematics, 
science, and social studies than students with learning difficulties in pullout programs. Other studies have 
investigated the effectiveness of inclusive education on the social participation of pupils with SEN. The results from 
these studies vary considerably. Whereas some researchers sketch a positive social situation for students with SEN 
(Avramidis, 2010), others point to the risks for students’ social development (e.g., Locke, Ishijima, Kasari, & 
London, 2010; Ruijs & Peetsma, 2009). Apart from effectiveness studies, several authors have studied the attitudes 
of teachers on inclusive education. A review from Avramidis and Norwich (2002) summarized insights from studies 
reporting on the factors that might impact upon teacher acceptance of the inclusion principle. Their analysis showed 
evidence of positive attitudes, but no evidence of acceptance of a total inclusion or ‘zero reject’ approach to special 
educational provision. Also, the attitudes were strongly influenced by the nature and severity of the disabling 
condition of the students. The availability of physical or human support increased the acceptance level for inclusion. 
However, teacher-related variables seemed to be less important.  
To date, the children with SENs’own experiences with inclusive education or how these experiences may contribute 
to a potential success or failure of inclusion have not yet been reviewed. It is our aim to synthesize the insights from 
basic qualitative research studies on experiences of children with SEN with inclusive education. In these 
proceedings we present the preliminary findings on a paper in development, generated through the use of a meta-
aggregative approach to synthesis as a tool to systematically search for, appraise, and summarize relevant scientific 
evidence that can provide an answer to the following question: How do pupils with SEN experience inclusive 
education?  
2. Methods 
A comprehensive search strategy was developed to obtain relevant studies (until December 2010), based on 
predefined criteria for the type of participants, the topic of interest, and the type of studies considered for inclusion. 
Relevant studies were defined as those addressing experiences of pupils with SEN with inclusive education, 
attending a primary or secondary school. We only included studies in which children themselves communicated 
their experiences. Children with a full-time educational program in self-contained classrooms were excluded from 
this review. Studies that only addressed ‘physical education’ were also excluded, mainly because they tend to focus 
on sports classes. For pragmatic reasons, studies reporting in languages other than English, Dutch, and French were 
not considered. We searched major databases, including Academic Search Premier, AMED, Biological Abstracts, 
CINAHL, the Cochrane Library, ERIC, FRANCIS, Medline, PsycINFO, Social Sciences Citation Index, 
Sociological Abstracts, and Web of Science. In addition, we conducted a hand search of ‘The International Journal 
of Inclusive Education’. The reference lists of all relevant studies were screened for additional, potentially relevant 
studies. Search terms used related to the concept of inclusive education, disability or special needs and experiences 
or participation. We combined the terms education, integration, inclusion and mainstream with disability, 
difficulties, special needs, special educational needs and impairment to identify the studies. We also added the key-
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terms social, experience, relationship, participation and friendship to identify studies that clearly addressed aspects 
other than academic outcomes of students. Where and when possible, we used a methodological filter on qualitative 
research designs, adapted or modified to the specific features of each database. Qualitative research papers that met 
the inclusion criteria were assessed for methodological quality by two independent reviewers, prior to inclusion in 
the review. We used the standardised critical appraisal instruments developed by the Joanna Briggs Institute 
(Hannes, Lockwood, & Pearson, 2010). Each paper was evaluated by two independent reviewers. Disagreements 
between the reviewers were resolved through discussion with a senior researcher with a particular expertise in 
qualitative research methods. We opted for a meta-aggregative approach to qualitative evidence synthesis.  
The procedure of meta-aggregation involves three phases: (1) assembling the findings of studies (variously reported 
as themes, metaphors, categories); (2) pooling them through further aggregation based on similarity in meaning; and 
(3) arriving at a set of synthesized statements presented as ‘lines of action’ for practice and policy.  
3. Findings 
We retrieved 1621 studies from the 12 electronic databases. Twenty-seven studies seemed to match our inclusion 
criteria. A full-text copy was requested for a more detailed appraisal of relevance. From this set, six studies were 
kept for withheld for the critical appraisal of methodological quality. The hand search of the International Journal of 
Inclusive Education identified no extra studies. One additional study was retrieved from screening the references. 
We included a total of seven studies in the synthesis, describing four groups of children with SEN: students with 
physical difficulties (PD), students with moderate or general learning difficulties or severe learning difficulties or 
specific learning difficulties (LD), students with autism or autistic spectrum disorders (ASD), and students with 
emotional or behavioral difficulties (EBD). None of the included studies met all ten quality criteria from the critical 
appraisal tool. The scores were used as a formal baseline assessment of quality. Our final decision to include all 
papers was based on ‘unprompted judgment’, relying on the methodological expertise of the senior researchers 
involved in the project and evaluated as an efficient strategy by Dixon-Woods and colleagues (2008).  
 
We extracted 47 findings from the included studies and reduced  it to 29 unique ideas. In a first attempt to group the 
findings according to similarity in meaning eight potentially relevant categories that cut across the individual papers 
could be identified: (1) positive experiences with the pull-out classroom model, (2) negative experiences with the 
pull-out classroom model, (3) teacher’s knowledge, (4) teacher’s support, (5) unsupportive peers, (6) supportive 
peers, (7) coping strategies, and (8) self perception. From these categories we derived four synthesized statements 
addressing different levels within the school context: the school level, the teacher level, the peer level, and the 
individual level Category 1 and  2 resulted in the school level synthesis, stating that the pull-out classroom model is 
highly valued for its educational benefits, however, less appreciated for social reasons, referring to general feelings 
of segregation from the other pupils. Category 3 and 4 were summarized in a synthesis addressing the teacher level, 
more specific their knowledge of the particular problems from children with a disability and level of support for 
these children. The peer level synthesis aggregates information from category 5 and 6 reporting on the quality of the 
social network of pupils with a disability as a crucial factor for successful inclusion. Finally, category 7 and 8 have 
been brought together in a synthesis referring to the pupils with SEN; describing the way they perceive themselves 
or cope with their limitations. 
 
Our preliminary findings indicate that inclusive education will likely be more successful when the whole school 
system is adjusted, including the teaching environment. Creating opportunities that allow for individual attention 
seems to be desirable. Pupils with SEN generally appreciate the knowledge of support teachers as well as their level 
of support, especially in the context of creating a beneficial educational environment. However, many of them feel 
stigmatized by being pulled out of general education classes. This creates a tension.  
On the teacher level, this tension could potentially be overcome by improving the knowledge and level of support 
from general education classroom teachers, where and when possible in collaboration with a support teacher 
(McCormick, Noonan, Ogata, & Heck, 2001). It would be convenient for pupils with SEN to experience a teacher 
that is knowledgeable about the different SEN present in the classroom and therefore more likely to meet the 
specific needs of these pupils (Pivik, McComas, & LaFlamme, 2002). Since the knowledge about children with SEN 
gained through formal studies during pre- and in-service training is considered an important factor in improving 
teachers’ attitudes towards the implementation of an inclusive policy (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002), including more 
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courses concerned with the needs of pupils with SEN in the initial training of teachers is most likely an efficient 
strategy (Avramidis, Bayliss, & Burden, 2000; Hodkinson, 2009; Winter, 2006).  
On the peer level, the lack of knowledge of nondisabled peers might impede the inclusion of pupils with SEN in a 
regular school environment. The findings seem to indicate that a better understanding not only leads to more 
friendships, peers will probably be less tempted to bully the pupil with SEN as well. Therefore, it might be 
important that teachers provide enough information to all pupils in the classroom (Byers, Davies, Fergusson, & 
Marvin, 2008). In addition, it would be desirable that other school members should at least be made aware of the 
phenomenon of bullying pupils with SEN. Negative attitudes and behavior should be detected and dealt with, e.g. by 
the development of anti-bullying plans (Farrington & Ttofi, 2009). 
On the individual level, successful integration of pupils with SEN seems to depend on their own skills in developing 
coping strategies and their perception of their own SEN. A teacher can help with these issues by providing personal 
guidance that allows these pupils to discuss and strengthen their coping strategies within a confidential relationship 
(Byers et al., 2008). Changing a pupil’s self perception will probably be one of the most difficult tasks to 
accomplish. It is, however, desirable that efforts are made to draw attention to the positive side of a student with 
SEN, without neglecting their identity.  
4. Conclusion 
 
These preliminary findings suggest that pupils with SEN are mainly concerned about being pulled out from the 
regular classroom, which is considered an educational advantage and at the same time a social disadvantage. They 
highly appreciate knowledgeable, kind teachers who can provide them with the necessary support, both on an 
academic level and an organizational level. On an individual level there are differences between these children. 
Some children with SEN succeed in establishing a niche for themselves, although the strategies used to do so vary 
from masking the SEN to self deprecating humor. However, many suffer in silence and have difficulties finding a 
rightful place for themselves.  
In order to underpin and increase the credibility of these preliminary findings, we further intent to introduce three 
levels of evidence to be assigned to particular findings generated from the included papers: ‘unequivocal’, 
‘credible’, and ‘unsupported’ (Pearson et al., 2004). These levels indicate whether or not the themes reported by 
authors are supported with directly reported evidence -that is citations or interview excerpts- and how credible these 
themes are based on the raw data used to support an author’s statement. Citations that support an author’s statement 
beyond reasonable doubt will be labeled as unequivocal evidence and citations that are open to challenge and 
interpretation will be defined as credible. We intend to exclude unsupported statements from the synthesis. This 
might increase the risk that potentially relevant findings will not be considered. However, the use of levels of 
evidence will enable the readers to better evaluate the trustworthiness of the findings and as a consequence, the lines 
of actions that will be generated.  
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